Occurrence of Shiga toxin-producing Escherichia coli in a Spanish raw ewe's milk cheese.
The aim of the present study was to investigate the occurrence of Escherichia coli O157:H7 and other Shiga toxin-producing E. coli (STEC) in 'Castellano' cheese, a non-cooked and hard or semi-hard Spanish cheese made from ewe's milk. A total of 83 raw milk cheese samples with different ripening times (2.5, 6 and 12 months) were taken at 30 cheese factories. Samples were examined for the presence of STEC using in the first stage the Association of Official Analytical Chemists (AOAC) official method number 997.11, and then, in the second stage, isolates were tested for virulence genes using genotypic (PCR) methods. Three STEC strains were detected in two samples (2.4%) of 'Castellano' cheese, one with 2.5 and the other one with 12 month-ripening period. From those STEC isolates, two were identified as E. coli O14 and the third presented an O-specific polysaccharide not-groupable serologically (ONG). PCR showed that all isolates were characterized by harbouring the Shiga toxin (stx) stx1 gene and by the absence of the genes for stx2, eaeA, and ehxA virulence factors. This study revealed the potential of STEC to survive in long-ripened-hard cheeses.